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1. Your memorandum of 5 November HS4 touches squa, rely 
upon one o l the more difficult technical problem* of writing estimates -///&/*& 
namely, the vocabulary w« u*e to describe differing degree* of 
probability or likelihood and the matter of possibility. 


2. JLet ms begin with the latter. Habitually we think of the 
! possible’* ss the whole range oi probabilities which He between 
certainty and impossibility. {The attached chart illustrates this 
graphically. ) Whsn we say such and such & thing is ‘possible*' wo 
are nut quoting odds on the degree of likelihood ss to its happening 
ox not happening. We are not dealing with any particular degree of 
probability. W« moan merely to say to the reader; ’ Here is a 
matter m utmost importance which can happen. We have ao way &i 
being more precise or of giving you odds on the degree of likelihood 
oi probability ot its occurrence. W a do feel, however, that it is 
possible. By so saying we are raising a warning flag.** 


3. la many matters w* can be more precise with respect to the 
odds which ;avor the occurrence or non ■'Occurrence of something. 

In other wards we can do more than say it is “possible W e feel 
that we can in these cases quote probabilities. Because of the 
imprecision* inherent in estimating the future, w* coniine ourselves, 
by and large, to about five principal categories of likelihood or 
probability. These you will see on the attached chart. As you will 
note, when we are quits sure that something will happen we use the 
expressions "it is almost certain that’ 5 , it is highly likely that*', 
it is highly probable that". When we estimate tost the chances 
a.i« somewhat less than the above we use the words ’likely" or 
probable’ 1 . And so on. 


4. We have been alert to the confusion which may result from 
putting modifiers before expressions of ‘possibility". We make a 

/A - 


SOS'JMENT NO. — 
m CHANGE 5N CLASS 


BfttASr.JFIEO 


rs s ftf 
J2V/V 


Kii 


•>t if, - j* ** i V » i *// Q ?• J" £ i 

authi^hb Adaroved For Release 2003/06/13 : CIA-RDP80R01 731 R00070041 0003-1 


REViEVYERi 


H-LiJiL. Cr isd 


SjSiii- 


P80R01 731 R00070041 0003-1 


Approved For Release 



point of trying to avoid expressions Eke "there ia * serious 
possibility that" or "it is distinctly possible that". We feel 
that this kind of modifier l» not only unnecessary bat that it 
tends to make tha word "possible" take on the duties of the 
word "probable". 

5 , Similarly, we would avoid using "possibility" ia tbe 
way your memorandum suggests* In paragraph le of 
SNIE 12-2-56, the thing that w* ara estimating will probably 
inc rease is the odds favoring war by miscalculation. In oar 
es tima te we are saying aomething different from your quotation 
from 5632/1. 

b. If any of your people would like to discuss this matter 
further, Dz, Sherman dent, Chairman of our Board of National 
Estimates, would be glad to meet with them. 
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